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Kuo Pao Kun: The Spirit of the Eagle
 
Margaret Chan
 
PROLOGUE
 
Kuo Pao Kun (1939–2002) was the doyen of Singapore theatre and is
considered by many as the most important figure in the nation’s cultural
history. Among the many honours Kuo received are the Cultural Medal-
lion, Singapore’s highest award for artistic achievement and the 
 
Cheva-
lier de l’ordre des Arts et des Lettres
 
. Kuo was above all a humanist,
whose lifework was dedicated to the Singaporean community.
I am humbled by the fact that in a dedication in a book gift to me,
Kuo had written of his good fortune in having me as a friend and a
creative partner. Among other projects, I collaborated with Kuo in the
1992 production of 
 
The Evening Climb
 
,
 
1
 
 and was directed by him in a
charity performance of 
 
No Parking on Odd Days
 
.
 
2
 
 The last time I spoke
to Kuo, with a view to our working together, was in October 2001. By
that time, Kuo was already very ill with cancer, the disease that finally
took his life on 10 September 2002.
Kuo asked me to perform 
 
The Eagle and the Cat
 
,
 
3
 
 a play that he wrote
in 1990. He said it was his most important play, which paradoxically,
was the only one among his scripts that had not been performed.
 
4
 
I rushed out to get a copy of the script, then telephoned Kuo
requesting a meeting. He spoke of the reality that I had tried to deny.
He was too sick to receive me, but he promised to call when he got better.
That call never came.
An hour before the audience arrives, Cindy Sim is at the theatre
preparing for her performance. This is not the usual make-up call. Cindy
is at the foyer where she begins to walk up and down the short flight of
steps leading to the auditorium. She keeps up this obsessive stair
prowling while the crowd gathers, heedless of the people milling about
her, deaf to the noise in the lobby, blind to the curious and often
discomfited stares her activity elicits.
 
1. Kuo Pao Kun, 
 
The 
Evening Climb 
 
in 
 
Images at the Margins: 
A Collection of Kuo 
Pao Kun’s Plays 
 
(Singapore and Kuala 
Lumpur: Times Books 
International, 2000), 
pp. 330–370. Premiere 
performance at the 
Victoria Theatre, 
Singapore, 1992.
2. Kuo Pao Kun, 
 
No 
Parking on Odd Days
 
, 
in 
 
The Coffin is too Big 
for the Hole . . . and 
other plays
 
, (Singapore 
and Kuala Lumpur: 
Times Books 
International, 1990), 
pp. 47–70. 
 
This Thing 
Bursting Out, or the 
Irresistible Rise of the 
Arts in Singapore
 
, 
Practice Performing 
Arts Centre fund-raiser, 
at Jubilee Hall, 
Singapore, 1994.
3. Kuo Pao Kun, 
 
The 
Eagle and the Cat
 
, in 
 
Images at the Margins: 
A Collection of Kuo 
Pao Kun’s Plays 
 
(Singapore and Kuala 
Lumpur: Times Books 
International, 2000), 
pp. 222–243.
4. In fact 
 
Eagle and the 
Cat
 
, in Chinese, 
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This is Cindy’s chosen method to break into the hidden secrets of her
self. The play 
 
0zero01
 
5
 
 does not feature characters, the members of the
cast; Cindy, Lut Ali, Zai Kuning and Jalyn Han stage themselves. Theirs
is an Artaudian exhibition of their tortured souls upon their bodies of
flesh. The play is an invitation to the audience to enter, ‘past bedroom
and bathroom taboos into the excruciating privacy of their lives’.
 
6
 
0zero01
 
 was inspired by the story of the salmon. Its struggle to live,
its death after it has spawned new life. For 
 
0zero01
 
, director Kuo Pao
Kun asked his actors to strip themselves of their social skins and be
exposed as primordial beings.
In order to get his actors to shed their personas and then to get them
to the point when they would willingly bare their innermost selves to
public scrutiny, Kuo Pao Kun, had taken his cast through a number of
demanding exercises. For example, to wrench his actors from their
dependence on creature comforts, their need for company and their
reliance on the safety of a social system, Kuo brought them to a
secondary forest bordering a sand quarry. In the deep of the night, just
before midnight, the actors were asked to spread out. Each entered the
forest to spend the night alone through to eight in the morning.
A tropical forest is dense and dark. It is not only the vegetation that
engulfs a person entering into its midst. The sounds of the teeming insect
and animal life create an aura of frightening possibilities. Within this
elemental environment, away from all other humans, each actor had to
stay awake without any comforts such as mats or torchlight. From
midnight to daylight, they were on their own to dare fears of snakes and
other forest creatures as well as the imagined presence of forest vampires.
Two things about the theatre of Kuo Pao Kun are learnt from this
telling of the preparations for 
 
0zero01
 
. First, we note that Kuo produc-
tions characteristically staged the self. The audience’s view might be
through a distorting dramatic prism, but the human truths of the
performance, like souls sacrificed at the altar of theatre, lay ready to be
picked upon, and probed. During his lifetime, Kuo worked with three
types of plays. Many of Kuo’s works were devised in collaboration with
actors. These productions staged the actor’s self in the actor’s own story.
Other Kuo Pao Kun plays were frankly autobiographical. Kuo also
produced a selection of established Western and Chinese plays, but these
projects were always contextualised within the Singaporean experience,
so that the imported works took on the sense of real life stories of the
Singapore people. Second, we learn that as a director, Kuo made stren-
uous demands upon his actors. Upon himself, Kuo exacted an
unflinching dedication to his art.
The two aspects of the art of Kuo Pao Kun; his humanist theatre and
his rigorous demands of artistic commitment, are inseparably inter-
twined. Kuo’s life experiences shaped his theatre, and his plays are
mirrors to his personal aspirations. Thus to understand the artistic
philosophy of Kuo Pao Kun the theatre director and producer, we have
to study his biography. In order to learn about the life of Kuo the man,
we can look into the plays he wrote.
A privileged insight from the playwright leads me to propose that Kuo
Pao Kun’s 
 
The Eagle and the Cat
 
 is autobiographical.
 
premiered on 15 
September 1990, but as 
an item in a programme 
of short plays that was 
put up to mark the 
opening of the 
Substation (a theatre 
space). The English 
version was performed 
in May 1997, but T. 
Sasitharan who took 
the role had come in 
only eight days before 
the staging as a 
replacement for the 
original actor who had 
taken ill. Mr Sasitharan 
worked with script in 
hand. The limitations of 
this performance 
(although it won good 
reviews), and the fact 
that the play’s premiere 
was a part of festivities, 
might have been the 
point that Kuo was 
making. 
 
Eagle . . .
 
 has 
never been produced for 
critical appraisal, as a 
stand-alone.
5. Kuo Pao Kun, 
 
0zero01
 
, 
in 
 
Images at the 
Margins: A Collection 
of Kuo Pao Kun’s Plays 
 
(Singapore and Kuala 
Lumpur: Times Books 
International, 2000), 
pp. 316–324.
6. Hannah Pandian, ‘Full 
Marks for Zero’,
 
 Straits 
Times, Art Forum
 
 (9 
December 1991), p. 1.
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What then of Kuo the artist, does his play 
 
Eagle . . .
 
 reveal? The scene
opens with a Chinese national in Singapore. The man recalls how a week
before he had emerged furious from an embassy where he had been given
the cold shoulder: ‘I’ve got everything they need for the documentation
so why were they still so bloody suspicious?’
 
7
 
 The man wanders the
streets in frustration when suddenly he is caught in a surreal ‘grand cat-
hunting scene’. ‘Dozens of uniformed men, some carrying nets, some
carrying poles, all chasing after a huge group of cats. . . .’
 
8
 
 The man is
sucked into the vortex of escaping cats. As if in a nightmare he discovers
he has transformed into a cat and has to run for his life. The cats shelter
in a sewer.
The man-turned-cat learns that people who are very ‘
 
niao
 
’ can trans-
form into cats. ‘
 
Niao
 
’ is the Hokkien (a southern Chinese dialect) word
for ‘cat’, but ‘
 
niao
 
’ is also a Hokkien slang word describing a person
who is ‘very persistent, very particular, very insistent, very subjective,
very idealistic, very stubborn . . .’.
 
9
 
 Although the sewer is cramped our
protagonist feels at home, for the surroundings recall a cave in which he
played as a child. The boy would emerge from this den to climb a tree
to reach the nest of a magnificent eagle.
The man’s reverie is interrupted by the arrival of a new cat. It is sleek
with manicured hair and make-up. It wears a leather bow tie and a little
badge. The new cat tells of a beautiful world that exists on the 65th
 
10
 
level of a hotel and exhorts the other cats to join him in this world.
The other cats refuse, but the man-turned-cat hesitates, ‘I held on to
my ideals, stubbornly, persistently for so long, so sincerely. But for what?
. . . should we give up the chance of totally transforming our lives for
the better just because of a stupid little thing like a ribbon necklace?’
 
11
 
The man-turned-cat follows the new cat into the beautiful world.
The new cat lived in a big room with its own cot, its own eating bowl
and its own drinking bowl. It had more than a dozen toys, its own comb,
its own soap, shampoo, talcum powder and its own drier. The cat asks
the man, ‘Now how about that?’
 
12
 
‘I was really confused. My heart was feeling a kind of pain. I didn’t
dare to look at him. . . . Because I didn’t want him to see my tears
dripping down my face.’
 
13
 
 Then suddenly from high up in the sky a
shadow glides down to the balcony of the hotel. It is the eagle of the
man’s childhood. The eagle’s eyes are as piercing as before, but there is
now sadness to its majesty. Its body is bloody and its head is balding.
‘The eagle had never looked so dejected in my memory.’
 
14
 
The man-turned-cat reaches out for the eagle. ‘Will you please take
me up there? . . . ‘Yes, grab my hand!’
 
15
 
 The man discovers he is once
more human as he soars up into the sky clinging onto the eagle’s claws.
Oh, it was brilliant. Up and up they went. Then suddenly, out of
nowhere there is a net. The eagle crashes into it. Blood drips from the
bird’s head, feathers fall. But the eagle regains its balance and charges
once more into the net. More blood, more fallen feathers, but the bird
does not give up. Over and over again the eagle dashes its head into the
net. The man hanging onto its claws loses count of the number of times
the eagle has shot up only to be put down. Finally, when the man is
almost unconscious with cold and fatigue, the bird glides down and sets
 
7. Kuo Pao Kun, 
 
Eagle 
. . .
 
, p. 223.
8. Ibid, p. 226.
9. Ibid, p. 230.
10. Ibid, p. 237. Is this 
number connected to 
1965, the year of 
Singapore’s 
independence?
11. Kuo Pao Kun,
 
 Eagle 
. . .
 
, p. 237.
12. Ibid,
 
 
 
p. 239.
13. Ibid, p. 239.
14. Ibid, pp. 240–241.
15. Ibid, p. 241.
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the man once more on solid ground. The man is grateful that the eagle
has finally understood the wisdom of self-preservation, ‘Preserve the
forest when it’s green and you’ll have timber for firewood’.
 
16
 
 But the
man is mistaken for the eagle leaves him on the ground only to rise once
more to challenge the net. It has been more than a week since and the
man returns every day to the same spot but he finds neither cats nor the
eagle.
There are parallels between the life experiences of Kuo and that of his
hero in 
 
Eagle . . .
 
, and the play reveals insights into the playwright’s
psyche and artistic philosophy.
Kuo was born in 1939 in what he describes as one of the poorest parts
of Hebei Province, China.
 
17
 
 From his village, Kuo was taken first to
Beijing, then to Hong Kong before he was brought to Singapore at age
10. In 1960, Kuo went to Australia and trained in theatre at the National
Institute of Dramatic Arts in Sydney. He returned to Singapore in
1964.
 
18
 
 Kuo’s wife, Goh Lay Kuan,
 
19
 
 a ballerina who was also training
in Australia, joined him in Singapore one year later, and the two started
the Practice Performing Arts School in 1965. ‘We began to create new
works immediately . . .’
 
20
 
 recalled Kuo.
Born in China, trained in Australia, practising his art in Singapore,
made Kuo, by his own account, a marginal person, between different
cultures, different communities, different times. Kuo has written that
this liminal location afforded him glimpses of various existences, each
so singularly beautiful, ‘one had to invent vocabularies to describe
them’.
 
21
 
 It was these images at the margins that he set down in plays.
In 1976, Kuo was detained without trial under the Internal Security
Act for leftwing politics. He was ‘rehabilitated’ four years and seven
months later, and in 1980 returned to making theatre. Kuo’s Singapore
citizenship had been revoked when he was detained, and he did not get
it back until 1992, by which time Kuo had in 1989 won the Cultural
Medallion, the nation’s highest recognition for artistic achievements.
 
22
 
The irony was not lost on Kuo. Like his 
 
Eagle . . .
 
 hero, Kuo had all the
documentation, but people were still suspicious.
The 1970s was a turbulent time. With independence and the pressing
need for social economic survival,
 
23
 
 the government had instituted
radical programmes. These included the acquisition of farmland for
industry, which created among the dispossessed, a bitterness that harked
back to the age-old divide between peasants and landlords.
 
24
 
Chinese theatre has always had a social and political tradition
 
25
 
 so
that it was instinctive for members of the Chinese theatre circle in
Singapore to agitate. They put up socio-political performances and
busloads of students and workers came to watch. Members of Kuo’s
performing school and other Chinese theatre groups went to work in the
padi fields, plantations and fishing villages. They brought back their
experiences to make theatre.
 
26
 
 Then in 1976 came mass arrests. In what
must have seemed like the ‘grand cat-hunting scene’ in 
 
Eagle . . .
 
, people
by the hundreds, perhaps thousands were picked up.
 
27
 
Kuo only once ever talked about his experiences in detention. He
spoke of mental, psychological and spiritual approaches to ‘destabilise’
the detainee so he/she would recant. Solitary confinement in a tiny cell
 
16. Ibid, p. 243.
17. ‘Kuo Pao Kun’, an 
interview with Kuo Pao 
Kun by Ronald D. Klein 
in Ronald D. Klein 
(ed.),
 
 Interlogue: 
Studies in Singapore 
Literature
 
, Vol. 4 
(Singapore: Ethos 
Books, 2001),
pp. 105–119 (p. 105).
18. Kuo returned to NIDA 
in 1971 for further 
theatre training.
19. Goh Lay Kuan, dancer 
and choreographer, 
aged 63, is in her own 
right an acknowledged 
pioneer artist and 
Cultural Medallion 
winner. Goh trained in 
classical ballet with the 
Victorian Ballet Guild, 
Australia and in 
contemporary dance 
with the Martha 
Graham School in New 
York. Kuo and Goh 
have two daughters 
Kuo Jian Hong a 
theatre and film 
practitioner and Kuo 
Jing Huo who dances 
and choreographs.
20. Goh Lay Kuan and Kuo 
Pao Kun, ‘Founders’ 
Message’ from the 
printed programme for 
the celebration of the 
30th Anniversary of 
The Practice Performing 
Arts School, 30 June 
1995.
21. Kuo Pao Kun, 
‘Foreword’, 
 
Images at 
the Margins: A 
Collection of Kuo Pao 
Kun’s Plays 
 
(Singapore 
and Kuala Lumpur: 
Times Books 
International, 2000), 
pp. 8–9 (p. 8).
22. Jacqueline Lo, ‘Theatre 
in Singapore: An 
Interview with Kuo Pao 
Kun (1993)’, in 
Mohammad A. 
Quayum and Peter 
Wicks (eds), 
 
Singaporean Literature 
in English: A Critical 
Reader
 
 (Serdang: 
University Putra 
Malaysia Press, 2002), 
pp. 392–401 (p. 399).
23. Singapore became 
independent in 1963 as 
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for three to six months alternated between being put into more relaxed
surroundings in the company of other detainees. Sometimes, the author-
ities took away reading materials and even spectacles. Sometimes they
took away mattress, blanket and pillows. Kuo turned to reading and
gardening when he could, ‘ways to keep yourself alive’.
 
28
 
However Kuo has described this period as constructive, for it gave
him time to reflect. Kuo’s detention coincided with the end of the
Cultural Revolution in China – many of Kuo’s friends including Kuo
himself were disillusioned:
 
. . . you’re committed to the arts, you want to write something which is
truthful and reflective of the reality of life, of the people that you want to
portray. But you get slapped when you go into life, and find that you don’t
even know what you have written or performed or discussed and protested
– you don’t know. It was a very sobering experience – you get cut down,
you know that you don’t know enough.
 
29
 
It was during detention that Kuo had an epiphany. While reading Lu
Xun’s
 
30
 
 1930s essay ‘The Diverging Path of Politics and Art’, the truth
‘sort of jumped off the pages’. Lu Xun had written that politics and art
may seem like fellow travellers on the road to social reform, but once
the political movement assumes power it halts in order to hold on to its
rule. Art on the other hand must always move forward in the pursuit of
truth.
 
31
 
 It was this realisation, that art and politics had to be separate,
that empowered Kuo to walk out of detention with his artistic integrity
intact.
Kuo returned to making theatre but his work took on a radical
change. His pre-1980 writings, were in Chinese communal theatre and
were of the clenched fists genre of class struggle. But post-1980, Kuo
began writing in English. It was not only the language, but also the style
of writing that was surprisingly different. Eschewing typical scenarios
such as the story of a young maiden lured into prostitution by her
unscrupulous boss in his 1968 play 
 
Hey, Wake Up!
 
 written in Chinese,
Kuo wrote instead allegorical monologues and tales. His subjects ranged
from the ‘everyman’ to legendary heroes. This was not the response of
a chastened man, but one who was enlightened. It was also the work of
a man who had learnt patience, ‘you know things will not change
tomorrow’.
 
32
 
What then can be said of Kuo’s artistic philosophy through an exam-
ination of his theatre?
 
THE SPIRIT OF KUO’S THEATRE
 
The Eagle, I propose, represents the pure revolutionary spirit that Kuo
seeks to be true to in his theatre-making. This is the commitment to do
art, not for individualistic expression, but for the betterment of fellow
men. Kuo linked this spirit to the missionary zeal that the 4 May 1919
 
33
 
reformation inspired among Chinese artists. For Kuo, the continual
visits of Big Bird
 
34
 
 were reminders to be true to this spirit. Big Bird would
gaze into Kuo’s eyes seeing any doubts that might have been there. It
 
a part of Malaysia. In 
1965, merger with 
Malaysia was 
abrogated and 
Singapore became an 
independent nation in 
its own right. This move 
cut Singapore from its 
traditional hinterland 
so that independence 
took place under dire 
circumstances. The 
country has no natural 
resources, its food and 
water has to be 
imported, so that 
governance, under the 
ruling PAP party has 
always been pragmatic.
24. Lo, ‘Theatre in 
Singapore’, p. 396.
25. Since the beginnings of 
storytelling in China in 
the Tang dynasty 
(618–907), theatre has 
historically been the 
ultimate didactic tool 
used by the Chinese to 
pass on social mores to 
the next generation. For 
example, ‘guerrilla 
theatre’ was an 
important propaganda 
tool of the Cultural 
Revolution (1966–76).
26. T. Sasitharan with 
Haresh Sharma, 
Eleanor Wong, Ovidia 
Yu and Kuo Pao Kun, 
‘Playwright’s Voice: A 
Forum on Playwriting’ 
(conducted on 24 
August 1996), in 
 
Nine 
Lives: Ten Years of 
Singapore Theatre 
1987–1997
 
 (Singapore: 
The Necessary Stage, 
n.d.), pp. 54–71
(pp. 68–69).
27. Lo, ‘Theatre in 
Singapore’, p. 397.
28. Klein, ‘Kuo Pao Kun’, 
pp. 111–112.
29. Lo, ‘Theatre in 
Singapore’,
pp. 397–398.
30. Lu Xun (1881–1936) 
regarded as the greatest 
writer of Chinese 
literature of the 
twentieth century.
31. Alvin Tan and Sanjay 
Krishnan, ‘Between 
Two Worlds: A 
Conversation with Kuo 
Pao Kun’ held on 30 
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was the mark of Kuo’s humility that he felt that though he tried to
ceaselessly, he never fully grasped Big Bird.
 
KUO’S STRUGGLE AGAINST PREJUDICES, FEAR AND 
FRUSTRATION
 
In the pursuit of his theatrical vocation Kuo faced several trials. Not the
most formidable was his incarceration, for of this period he was able to
say, ‘I made sure it became a very useful time’.
 
35
 
 Perhaps more difficult
for Kuo, a man steeped in Chinese values, was his choice to do theatre
against family opposition.
 
36
 
 Kuo’s position must have been even more
difficult because in the first few decades of his work, theatre only
afforded a meagre living and he was dependent on the earnings of his
wife.
 
37
 
Then there must have been the judgement of his peers. When post-
detention, Kuo began writing in English and employing allegory instead
of continuing with his pre-1980s brash socio-political commentary, did
his former revolutionary comrades scorn him for selling-out his Chinese-
speaking fellow man to the English-educated ruling elite? Even Kuo
asked himself if he had allowed himself to be castrated.
 
THE WEAPON OF PATIENCE
 
One of the weapons Kuo had that kept him from surrender was the
patience he learnt in detention. In the printed programme that commem-
orates the thirtieth anniversary of the Practice Performing Arts School,
appears this saying, ‘The ultimate madness of artists is this: They believe
the impossible can happen and miracles only take a little longer’.
 
THE WEAPON OF LANGUAGE RELEVANCE
 
Another weapon that helped Kuo steel to his artistic conviction was his
belief, discovered from reading Lu Xun, that art had to be relevant to
the time and society.
Before 1980, Chinese drama in Singapore was dominant whereas a
Singaporean English language theatre was still struggling to emerge from
under a colonial yoke.
 
38
 
 From the 1980s, economic success had silenced
the stridency of class struggle and the Singaporean preoccupation was
instead with a search for an identity. The stage on which this self-
examination was performed was in English language theatre, which
from the 1980s had risen to dominate all other ethnic performances.
English had been elevated by the state to the country’s first language and
ethnic languages were relegated to second language status. Within a
decade, both the supply of theatre talents and the audience had swung
over to English language theatre, Chinese theatre was diminished.
 
39
 
Kuo knew that if his theatre was to be effective, he had to work in
English. This was not a sell-out of Chinese culture. In fact Kuo appealed
to a wider audience by working in bilingual, Chinese and English
 
August 1996 in 
 
Nine 
Lives: Ten Years of 
Singapore Theatre 
1987–1997
 
 (Singapore: 
The Necessary Stage, 
n.d.), pp. 126–142 (p. 
132).
32. Ibid, p. 133.
33. The 4 May movement 
was an intellectual and 
socio-political 
revolution that took 
place in China in 
1917–1921. Directed 
toward national 
independence, the 
emancipation of the 
individual and the 
rebuilding of the 
country’s society and 
culture, it culminated in 
an incident on 4 May 
1919 when students 
demonstrated in Peking 
(Beijing today). The 
incident has its parallel 
in the 
 
la pensée
 
 1968 
revolution in northern 
Europe of the late 
1960s and early 1970s, 
which was marked in 
1968 by the storming of 
the 
 
Théâtre de l’Odéon
 
 
in Paris in 1968.
34. The motif of a ‘Big Bird’ 
appears in two other of 
Kuo’s plays: 
 
The 
Evening Climb
 
 and 
 
The 
Spirits Play
 
, in 
 
Two 
Plays by Kuo Pao Kun
 
 
(Singapore: SNP 
Editions, 2002),
pp. 69–119. In all 
instances the ‘Big Bird’ 
is mythic, searched for 
but never possessed.
35. Klein, ‘Kuo Pao Kun’, 
p. 113.
36. Lo, ‘Theatre in 
Singapore’
 
, 
 
p. 393.
37. Klein, ‘Kuo Pao Kun’, 
p. 110. 
38. See for example, Max 
Le Blond, ‘Drama in 
Singapore: Towards an 
English Language 
Theatre’, in Peter 
Hyland (ed.), 
 
Discharging the Canon: 
Cross-cultural Readings 
in Literature
 
 
(Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 1986), 
pp. 112–125.
39. Attendance figures at 
the Singapore Drama 
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theatre. He also made it a point to include other languages (Malay and
Tamil), into his projects.
 
KUO’S ARTISTIC VISION, THE WEAPON OF SOCIAL 
RELEVANCE
 
Kuo’s lifework was focussed upon creating an awareness among Singa-
poreans the need to root themselves in culture.
Kuo held that Singaporeans were cultural orphans. The population
derives largely from immigrant stock
 
40
 
 and more than 180 years of
residence in Singapore had cut Singaporeans from their native cultures.
The Chinese cannot go back to China, the Indian cannot return to India,
even the Malays are in a quandary. Do they look to Malaysia or
Indonesia?
 
41
 
 Of the elevation of English as the country’s first language,
Kuo remarked, ‘Has any other majority population ever committed such
an extraordinary act of voluntary uprooting . . .?’
 
42
 
Kuo however took a Taoist view of the situation. Kuo saw the demise
of ethnic cultures as providing the potential for a rebirth. If Singaporeans
had cut themselves off from their parent cultures then they were set free
to inherit the cultures of the world. Kuo saw culture as a metaphorical
laboratory where ‘current ideas and practices are challenged, classical
models are re-examined, gut impulses are articulated, fantastic imagina-
tions are exploded, outrageous proposals are tested, and new ways and
means are explored’. This space he termed an Open Culture, a peaceful
arena of ‘challenges and counter challenges, exposures and counter
exposures’.
Kuo perceived that the operation of an Open Culture was contingent
upon its autonomy from state social engineering.
 
43
 
 Singaporeans should
be allowed to enter into the laboratory of Open Culture to create for
themselves their new cultural parentage, and this search should be de-
linked from their racial and linguistic origins.
 
44
 
 Quoting Deng Xiaoping,
Kuo wrote, ‘It does not matter what culture you wish to take on; as long
as it leads you to the deeper recesses of the wellspring of human
knowledge and wisdom, it shall be a good culture for you’.
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THE LABORATORY OF COLLABORATIVE THEATRE
 
Kuo’s vision of Open Culture shaped the collaborative nature of his
theatrical projects. These brought together artists from the different
ethnic communities. In Kuo’s imagery the art of each ethnic community
of Singapore (Chinese, Indian, Malay and Western) stand as trunks of
trees co-existing in a single space. They are separate at this level, but
beneath where the nutrients are received, the roots entwine, and high
above, where the branches and leaves touch, cross-pollination takes
place. ‘Different dimensions, different ways of seeing. How can you assert
yourself without knowing who you are? . . . As you ask the question, you
answer it. . . . As you question, you inherit. As you inherit, you create.
Without creating, how can it become yours or your generation’s?’
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In workshop, Kuo would supply only a notional framework, the
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actors were empowered to discover and create through improvisation,
‘[A] worthy failure is more valuable than a mediocre success’.47 In this
way, fragments of different, often discordant, memories would be
unearthed, and these Kuo joined together into a bricolage of ‘raw
theatre’ that echoed of shared histories but spoke of new possibilities.
Kuo believed, when speaking from the wellspring of knowledge
and wisdom, one could transcend the compartmentalisation of multi-
culturalism.48 For example, Kuo always drew from his Chinese heritage
when writing in English. In doing so, Kuo created in his English plays a
space in which the English-educated Chinese could go to search for their
heritage and history. Another fruit of Kuo’s collaborative theatre was a
Singaporean voice for its theatre.
A SINGAPOREAN VOICE
A celebrated production was Kuo’s seminal Mama Looking for Her Cat49
first staged in 1988. The play explores the alienation of old Chinese dialect
speakers by the state linguistic policy that had introduced English and
Mandarin in schools while banishing the use of dialects in the mass media.
In workshop, the actress playing ‘Mama’ spoke in the Hokkien dialect.
‘Mama’ wrote to her overseas child through the intermediary of a younger
daughter at home. ‘As the exercise proceeded, a moment came when I
felt a shock. The shock was that this girl, in the middle, began to censor
the letter left and right, because she couldn’t speak good dialect, and she
also didn’t have much patience for this dialect-speaking old mother.’50
Kuo realised that the true Singaporean voice was a babel in which people
spoke but did not communicate. In performance, every one of the multi-
lingual cast spoke in their own language; English, Mandarin, Tamil,
Malay, Hokkien, Cantonese and Teochew. The use of different languages
on stage without providing any kind of translation for the audience was
a bold and untried experiment, it became a mark of Kuo’s future plays.
Paradoxically, the alienation that the audience must have felt because they
could not understand parts of the dialogue, drew them together in a
solidarity as seekers of a new social and cultural identity.51
Kuo Pao Kun with students from Indonesia and Hong Kong (2001). Photo courtesy of 
Performing Arts School, Singapore. Photographer: Tan Ngiap Heng
Transcending 
Multiracialism’, in 
Arun Amhizhnan and 
Lee Tsao Yuen (eds), 
Singapore: Re-
Engineering Success 
(Singapore: IPS and 
Oxford University 
Press, 1998), pp. 50–61.
44. Ibid, p. 60.
45. Ibid, p. 57.
46. Tan and Krishnan, 
‘Between Two Worlds’, 
p. 141.
47. Kuo Pao Kun, ‘Better to 
have a Worthy Failure’, 
Straits Times (22 
October 1993),
pp. 28–29 (p. 28).
48. Kuo Pao Kun, 
‘Contemplating an 
Open Culture’,
pp. 50–61.
49. Kuo Pao Kun, Mama 
Looking for Her Cat, in 
Images at the Margins: 
A Collection of Kuo 
Pao Kun’s Plays 
(Singapore and Kuala 
Lumpur: Times Books 
International, 2000), 
pp. 120–138.
50. Klein, ‘Kuo Pao Kun’, 
p. 121.
51. See Quah Sy Ren, 
‘Evolving Multilingual 
Theatre in Singapore: 
The Case of Kuo Pao 
Kun’, in Leo 
Suryadinata (ed.), 
Ethnic Chinese in 
Singapore and 
Malaysia: A Dialogue 
between Tradition and 
Modernity (Singapore: 
Times Academic Press, 
2002), pp. 377–387. 
The relevance of this 
situation in the 
globalised world, and 
the international 
transferability of Kuo’s 
ideas, is highlighted by 
the positive reception 
that was given to a 2002 
production of Mama 
staged in London with 
an international cast 
speaking French, 
Portuguese, English, 
Cantonese and 
Mandarin. Clarissa 
Oon, ‘Goodbye, 
Teacher’, Straits Times, 
Home Section (11 
September 2002),
p. H4.
04 gCTR 13-3 Chan (JB/D)  Page 33  Thursday, June 26, 2003  2:30 PM
34
THE LABORATORY OF THE SUBSTATION
Kuo not only argued for an Open Culture, as metaphoric crucible, he
created such a physical space. In 1985, Kuo wrote to the government to
propose that a disused electrical substation be converted into an arts
centre. ‘I am very concerned about creating a space in Singapore life for
the arts’, Kuo explained, ‘A space not in terms of a place, but a space in
our value systems, lifestyle and consciousness. A space that will be as
important in our lives as the need to find a job.’52 Professor Stan Lai
Seng Chian, dean of the Theatre Department at Taiwan’s National
Institute of the Arts said of the Substation, which opened in 1990, that
it is not a showcase but a place to grow. It provides for margins of errors
in the creative process. Alluding to the big cultural potential of the
physically small theatre building Professor Lai, said, ‘the sparrow is
small but it has all five organs’.53
A random examination of some of the Substation programmes reveals
the width of Kuo’s vision. New Year’s Day 1991 was marked by round
the clock performances. It opened with a gig featuring sixty bands, these,
with names like Hard Times, and Brain Rot, were fronted by mat
rockers.54 Then there was the Moppet puppet show for children,
followed by xiangsheng Chinese cross-talk,55 poetry reading and a jazz
recital. In 1992 there was a ‘Memories Hunt’ where an open invitation
brought people to exhibit at the Substation their favourite memorabilia;
photographs, letters, household utensils, toys, even their umbilical cords.
The Substation remains today the venue for multicultural, multi-
disciplinary, multinational performances. It is small, shabby, comfort-
able and always filled with energy. Whereas other theatres charge high
rental fees, which are passed on to ticket prices, Substation activities are
often free-of-charge, pay-what-you-wish or modestly priced. Only an
indomitable spirit keeps the Substation true to its open-door philosophy
for the centre receives scant state funding and relies largely on private
sponsorship to do its work.
SETTING THE STANDARD FOR PROFESSIONALISM
Although Kuo is the advocate of ‘raw theatre’ he is known for his
rigorous artistic discipline and demands for the total commitment from
his artists.
Before he launched the Practice Theatre Ensemble in 1987, Kuo and
the other founding members of the group tested their resolves by
working at morning drills in a pugilistic park for six months before they
pronounced themselves ‘fit for theatre combat’. While a few opted for
nominal salaries, the others drew honorariums of S$12.0056 a perform-
ance, so that an actor might take home S$36.00 for three performances
even if the rehearsals had stretched over three months.57 It was only after
ten years of such dedicated work that Kuo felt that it was fit to change
the name of the group from Practice Theatre Ensemble, with its work-
in-progress implications, to the Theatre Practice.
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In 2001, Kuo founded the Theatre Training and Research
Programme (TTRP), a three-year full-time course to nurture ‘highly
skilled, technically adept, critically aware, socially engaged and artisti-
cally autonomous’ actors. The programme’s annual intake does not
exceed 20 students. Over the three years, they are immersed in four
classical theatre systems; Beijing or Kun opera from China; Bharatan-
atyam, Kundiyattam or Kathakali from India; Wayang Wong or
Balinese Dance from Indonesia and Noh Japanese theatre. The students
are also exposed to contemporary actor training methods from the West
as well as to knowledge of digital and media arts. TTRP’s master
teachers include Sardono Kusomo and Kanze Hideo, the panel of
international consultants include Richard Schechner and Rustom
Bharucha. At the end of their gruelling three-year journey, students
leave with only the knowledge they carry in their minds and bodies, the
TTRP prospectus states baldly, ‘No degree or diploma will be
conferred’.58
THE EPICENTRE OF WORLD THEATRE
Kuo, largely on the strength of his artistic integrity and personal
sincerity, has managed to bring together in communion some of the
biggest names of world theatre. His assembly of cultural giants in
support of his TTRP programme reads like a international Who’s Who.
Fifteen years ago, Kuo had organised a Drama Camp. Among the people
he brought together were Yu Qiu Yu, former president of the Shanghai
Drama Academy and one of the foremost cultural thinkers and writers
in the Chinese language world. Present also at that 1987 meeting was
Gao Xingjian, a writer who had been criticised in Beijing and who was
living in exile in Paris. In 1990, Gao became the first China-born Nobel
literature laureate.
In a moving tribute to Kuo, Yu noted that Kuo had recognised both
he and Gao at a time when others did not, ‘My elder brother’ wrote Yu
in his eulogy, ‘I am now recognised as a cultural thinker who has
travelled extensively. But it was you who held my hands when I took my
first steps . . . the warmth of your hands when you first held me still
remains in my hands.’59
A LIVING LEGACY
Kuo has bequeathed to Singapore theatre a living legacy. Just about
every Artistic Director of the major theatre groups in Singapore received
their formative training under Kuo at the Practice Performing School.
These include Ong Keng Sen of TheatreWorks; Ekachai Uekrongtham
of Action Theatre; Goh Boon Teck, The Toy Factory Theatre Ensemble
and Han Laoda (Cultural Medallion winner), the former President of
the Singapore Federation of Chinese Drama Associations.
Kuo has also ensured that the love of theatre would be passed on to
children. In 1994 under the wing of the Theatre Practice, the STEP,
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Students’ Theatre Exposure Project was launched. Kuo wanted to instil
in children an awareness of the arts and to encourage them to express
themselves without inhibitions, but he said that it was also important
for children to be taught to respect artistic work. ‘They must know it is
rude to yawn loudly during a play or to walk out when people are
performing.’60
THE HUMANITY OF KUO PAO KUN
Perhaps most unforgettable were Kuo’s lessons in life. Under his steward-
ship, the fractious field that was the 1980s’ Chinese language theatre
scene united in a landmark collaborative performance. Fourteen
different groups worked in the 1982 production of The Little White
Sailing Boat, a play that took its name from a children’s song. In the
1986 Kopi Tiam,61 Kuo brought together twenty-three Chinese theatre
companies. The production of The Little White Sailing Boat is regarded
by many Singaporean Chinese as a major milestone in the social
dynamics of the community. At Kuo’s funeral on 15 September 2002,
hundreds gathered to sing the song The Little White Sailing Boat.
Kuo is remembered as a doyen of Singapore theatre and the most
important cultural figure in Singapore’s history. He was admired for his
triumph over great adversity. He has been praised for his ‘sweetness’
(this in the leader of the conservative Straits Times).62 I remember the
way he chuckled, the fact that he never wore socks, how he would tell
me to make theatre, ‘Just do-lah’.63
Kuo Pao Kun, aged 62, taken at the Theatre Training and Research Programme (TTRP) 
Improvision Studio. Photo courtesy of Performing Arts School, Singapore. Photographer: 
Tan Ngiap Heng
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